The benefits of school screening for scoliosis in the central part of The Netherlands.
The Netherlands has well-organized school health services, and children are assessed on a regular basis for scoliosis among other disturbances and pathologies. The purpose of this study was to assess the benefits of an annual screening programme for scoliosis in the Netherlands. Three cohorts of 10,000 children sampled at 10, 12 and 14 years of age, respectively, were followed for 3 years. Children with a positive bending sign were referred to a second screening stage, in which external asymmetry was quantified. Children diagnosed via the programme (group 1) were compared with those children who had been referred for treatment independently of the screening (group 2). The total number of children in these groups combined was then compared with the number that would have been expected on the basis of accepted prevalence figures for idiopathic scoliosis given in current literature. Over 30,000 children were screened. Although the programme established a total of 57 cases of definite scoliosis (0.18%), the 34 cases (0.11%) already known, mainly detected by previous school health checks, were more severe regarding the risk of progression and treatment. The annual screening programme did not detect a single case that needed surgery. These figures provide the basis on which to decide for or against adopting an annual screening programme for scoliosis; the decision is a socio-political one. Based on this study, we expect all scoliotic patients needing treatment should be detected in time if periodic health checks will be maintained biennially. On medical grounds, it is our view, that screening for scoliosis should not be performed in the Netherlands annually.